The Essence of Religion Solves The Strangers Trap 


Abstract: Every human child is born with a sharp and deeply-instinctive behavior for dealing 
with strangers: fight-or-flight. This instinct must be suppressed via a learned moral code if the 
child is to thrive in a group larger than the number of individuals the child can keep track of 
(~150). Whatever set of beliefs accomplishes that suppression—with or without the use of 
gods —is that child’s religion. 


Moralistic religions are required for large groups of humans’, but gods are not. 


Our modern, godless?, religion has a single axiom: human life is sacred. (Which—let’s be frank 
—is patently false.) Our places of worship are cinemas and, increasingly, digital screens. 


True believers are defined by their inability to recognize themselves as having a religion; they 
have the truth. Other people have religions. This is not a joke; this is the definition of true 
believer. In their minds, all doubt has been vanquished. They have the truth and you don’t. 
They may ride a high horse, or they may quietly feel sorry for you. But to them, you are 
disillusioned. And they’re not faking it. 


True belief across virtually all members of a large group is required for a religion to do its job, 
which is to institute a replacement behavior for dealing with strangers. A child’s naturally- 
selected, built-in behavior for strangers is fight-or-flight, but that strategy fails in groups that 
grow beyond Dunbar’s number (~150) because group-internal strangers begin to appear once 
they do. These (friendly) internal strangers must somehow be made distinguishable from 
(dangerous) external strangers. If they can’t be, the group must split when its size starts to 
exceed 150. Because if it doesn’t split, and continues to grow, internal chaos will bring it down. 


The replacement behavior for dealing with strangers must be some version of “mutually 
guarded submissiveness” (MGS), which can be loosely defined as: Don’t fight and don’t flea, 
just keep your distance until further trust is proven. The smaller the distance that can be 
achieved without fight-or-flight triggering, the greater the cooperation. 


MGS does more than just reduce group-internal strife, promote cooperation, and allow larger 
groups; it causes the dangerous external strangers to stand out like sore thumbs. External 
strangers, after all, still resort to fight-or-flight, or to their own dialect of MGS. 


Outside of the MGS requirement, any story at all can be used as the religion. But it must be a 
very powerful story indeed to overcome fight-or-flight, one of our deepest instincts. In order for 
humans to have found and refined these super-powerful stories we now call religions, 


1 Probably true for any predator species. 


2 |’d have to bow to the argument that sacred life means that humans are gods. But | still 
contend gods are not required, unless children simply can’t be convinced without them. 


31 go into this in great detail in the full version, but briefly, pre-industrialization, local churches/ 
mosques/temples were the closest they could get to a cinema. Everyone was illiterate except 
the priest; and all the good stories—all the good movies, for them—were in the Bible. They 
went for moral entertainment, not moral haranguing. The purpose of almost all our movies 
today is the same as it was for the Bible stories: to deliver a fun moral message. 


somewhere in our pre-history there must surely have been a meme war, from which the afterlife 
meme emerged as champion. 


The meme battles were, and still are, fought in the minds of children. In order to overcome a 
child’s inborn fight-or-flight instinct, indoctrination must begin as early as possible, when the 
child is at its most naive. All religions flood their children’s minds with morality tales. 
Conversely, adults have great difficulty becoming true believers of any religion they were not 
exposed to as children. (Try Scientology on for size.) Religions are designed to be sold to 
children. They’re stories only a child—and especially a child—could believe. If the stories get in 
early enough, and deeply enough, the implanted beliefs survive into adulthood, for the good of 
us all. But the beliefs are not so/d in adulthood, cannot be sold in adulthood —at least not to 
the point of true belief—except to the extremely impressionable. 


The transmission of moralistic memes through young minds must have also been required at 
the very beginning of religion in order to overcome the “you-go-first” barrier that blocks most 
every proposed form of cooperation. The re-programming of entire successive generations of 
children with MGS had to have been key to kickstarting the process. 


The afterlife meme ruled for millennia but unwittingly tripped over science, and now has very 
few true believers. (Trial by ordeal, for example, is no longer an option; these religions are now 
zombie religions.) Almost all modern humans, despite their proclaimed religious affiliations, are 
now indirect true believers in the sacred life meme, or are in the process of making the 
transition. Otherwise, why not stick with slavery and homophobia and the rest? Or to put it 
another way, why are their Gods now all starting to act as if human life is sacred, as if now 
everybody somehow deserves the dignity of equality? How could God have gotten it so 
wrong? The answer appears to be that some zombie religions are flexible enough for re- 
spiriting by other religions. 


As true believers in the sacred life meme, we (mistakenly and blindly) believe that the moral 
road to success for our societies is to simply treat each other better and better over time. But 
this is a non-sequitur. The measure by which societies succeed or fail is the production of 
better weapons and better military strategies. The sacred life meme has certainly served us 
well in that department, but will it always? If you’re sure that it will, how do you know? Isn’t it 
possible to become too deferential, too equal, too distributed?5 And what will we do if it is, and 
the sacred life meme stops working its magic? What story do we sell to our children then? 


Religion is rank amateurs doing the work of natural selection. It’s is always a guess— (wrapped 
in a marketing story)— about which belief system, when fed to children, will produce better 
cooperation among strangers, measured by their ability to win wars as adults. 


“All men are created equal”, implemented via “Human life is sacred,” or humanism, is the 
current champion of religions. The other major modern religions —communism&, nationalism, 
and fascism—haven’t measured up so far. And as we saw before, most of the old religions are 
flexible enough to undergo gradual modification in the direction of the winning religion. God 
simply has to change His mind for all following generations. 


4 Except when their lives are threatened for non-belief. 


5 Why are our militaries and businesses, where it really counts, still always hierarchical, with 
slave-like grunts at the bottom? 


6 Communism’s a weird one for me because it feels as if humanism, driven to its end game, 
approaches communism. But | confess to probably owning a cartoon version of communism. 


